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The political situation in Erzerum vilayet (province) was rela- 
tively calm before the summer of 1914, allowing the Armenians 
an opportunity for political, economic, and cultural revival after _ 
years of persecution and economic decline. The local population 
expected the region soon to recover its historic role as a center 
for international trade, linking the Black Sea ports to the eastern 
vilayets and to Persia, as French engineers had commenced work 
on the mountainous Trebizond-Erzerum road.’ The Armenians 
hoped that the Reform Act of February 8, 1914, signed by Said 
- Halim Pasha, the Ottoman Grand Vizier and Foreign Minister, 
and Konstantin N. Gulkevich, the Russian Chargé d’ Affaires in 
Constantinople, would further improve conditions. They remained 
cautiously optimistic that the promised administrative reforms and 
economic reinvigoration would eventually ease Turko-Armenian 
tensions and assuage old and new communal grievances.’ Not- 
withstanding previous experiences of Ottoman tyranny and massa- 
eres, which had left indelible imprints on the collective memory 
of the nation, the Armenians of Erzerum continued to work 
toward ameliorating their lot. 
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In February 1914, Rostom (Stepan Zorian), a founder of the 
Armenian Revolutionary Federation, the Dashnaktsutiun, wrote 
to a party leader, Simon Vratzian (Vratsian), in Boston to urge 
the Armenian communities in the United States in general and 
the Karin compatriotic societies in particular to extend financial 
support for the New Sanasarian School (Varzharan). Rostom 
pointed to the enthusiasm generated among the Armenian youth 
toward the school and expressed the hope that once financial 
difficulties were overcome the Erzerum Armenians would face 
a much brighter future. If allowed to prosper, he added, they 
would turn their homeland into a paradise. He remained skeptical 
on two points, however, doubting that the Turks would allow 
such advancement and that the European powers and Russia 
would serve as protectors of the Armenians. Rostom noted pro- 
phetically that the current negotiations in Constantinople for 
Armenian reforms seemed no more than a game, which poten- 
tially could lead to a new round of persecutions and massacres.’ 


The Eclipse over the Plain of Erzerum 


The outbreak of World War I on July 28, 1914, rapidly altered 
the political and economic environment in Erzerum. As the 
Young Turk government under the leadership of the triumvirate 
of the Ittihad ve Terakki (Committee of Union and Progress; 
CUP), Mehmed Talaat Pasha, Ismail Enver Pasha, and Ahmed 
Jemal Pasha, commenced mobilization for the war, repressive 
measures against Armenians intensified across the empire. On 
August 1, the prelate of the Apostolic (Gregorian) Church at 
Karin, Bishop Smbat Saatetian (Smpad Saadetian), reported to 
the Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople: 


On Tuesday, the 29th of July [1914], the authorities started to 
collect from the people carts, oxen, horses, and foodstuffs, with- 
out paying anything in return. Also, from the Armenian and 


3 Rostom to Simon Vratzian, Feb. 12, 1914, in Rostom: Namakani [Rostom: Collection 
of Letters], ed. and comp. Hrach Tasnapetian [Hratch Dasnabedian] (Beirut: Hamaz- 
kayin Press, 1999), pp. 611-12. In another letter to Vratzian on April 2, 1914 (pp. 
613-14), Rostom expressed his premonition that 1914 would be a decisive year. 
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Turkish merchants of the city, all goods at hand—flour, grains, 
rice, sugar, and cotton worth hundreds of pounds—were taken 
without their value being paid. There is no doubt that these 
military preparations are being in anticipation of a war with 
Russia. . . . We are already receiving news of difficulties from 
Khnus, Terjan, and the villages on the Plain [of Karin].* 


During the same period, at its Eighth General Congress held 
in Erzerum, July 28-August 14, the Dashnaktsutiun party resolved 
that Armenian subjects of the Ottoman and Russian empires 
should remain loyal to their respective governments.’ There 
were, however, no assurances for the physical protection of the 
Armenians in either empire. The Armenian population therefore 
received the Ottoman conscription orders with a sense of ex- 
treme anxiety, as military service would remove nearly all men 
between the ages of 19 and 45 from their communities, leaving 
their families unprotected against persecution and plunder. And 
mass arrests and massacres soon followed. 

In late August 1914, the local authorities arrested and ordered 
two Armenian leaders, E. Aknuni (Khachatur Malumian) and 
Vahan Minakhorian, to leave Erzerum for Constantinople and 
Samsun, respectively.® Petitions to the local government and to 
Minister of the Interior Talaat to revoke the orders proved futile. 
Speculations regarding the nature and intention of these orders 
—whether they would remain limited to a small number of 
leaders or else signified a broader scheme for mass arrests and 


4 Zaven Der Yeghiayan, My Patriarchal Memoirs, trans. Ared Misirliyan, and 
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persecutions—further heightened Armenian apprehension.’ 
Moreover, as the war escalated, the commerce and economy 
of Erzerum plunged into depression. The Armenian merchants 
were burdened by discriminatory commercial and exorbitant 
taxation policies, and Armenian peasants across the great plain 
came under constant attack by the mounted irregular chete and 
Kurdish bands. Petitions to local, provincial, and central govern- 
ment authorities for remedial measures failed to alleviate the 
situation.® In fact, the Armenians interpreted the solar eclipse on 
August 21, which for two minutes shrouded the entire region in 
total darkness, as a bad omen of things to come.’ E 
Despite its economic difficulties, the region of Erzerum 
assumed an enormous geostrategic significance for the Ottoman 
army when the empire entered the war as an ally of Germany 
in October 1914.” Large military contingents had moved to 
Kharpert and to Erzerum, while cavalry regiments of between 
8,000 and 10,000 men were assembled in Arjesh and the plain 
of Abagha to the south of Erzerum.!! Within a few months, the 
number of Turkish troops stationed in the Erzerum region had 
risen to nearly 100,000, the burden of service and provisions 
falling largely on the Armenian peasants.” In October, the gov- 
ernment commenced search and seizure operations for weapons 
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grandes puissances l'empire ottoman et les arméniens dans les archives françaises 
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owned by Armenians, and during the next two months Turkish 
soldiers pillaged and plundered villages near Erzerum under the 
pretext of searching for weapons and apprehending draft 
evaders.'? In the meantime, under direct orders of Behaeddin 
Shakir, the Ittihadist chief of the Teshkilat-i Mahsusa (Special 
Organization), hardened criminals were released from prisons for 
the express purpose of forming them into killer bands to annihi- 
late the Armenians." The conscription of Armenian men into 
military service seemed planned to coincide with orders to attack 
Armenian towns in the eastern provinces. 

Meanwhile, the German Ambassador to the Sublime Porte in 
Constantinople, Hans von Wangenheim, who played a central role 
in advancing German commercial and military interests in the 
Ottoman Empire, received important instructions from Berlin. He 
was to communicate to the Turkish authorities his government’s 
assurances for “the rectification of Turkey’s eastern borders for 
the purpose of enabling Turkey to establish direct contact with 
the Islamic nationalities of Russia.”! In October, Paul Schwarz, 
of the German consulate at Erzerum with his own interests in the 
oilfields of Baku, reported to Berlin on the conditions in Turkish 
Armenia and noted that while the Turkish population favored 
Germany, the Armenians in the east preferred closer relations 





B Thid., p. 463; Ghazarian, Tseghaspan turke, p. 130; Naslian, Les mémoires, p. 
151; Great Britain, Parliament, The Treatment of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, 
1915-16; Documents Presented to Viscount Grey of Fallodon, Secretary of State for 
Foreign Affairs, Miscellaneous no. 31, 1916, comp. and ed. Arnold Toynbee, 3d ed. 
(Beirut: G. Doniguian and Sons, 1988; London: Sir Joseph Causton and Sons, 1916), 
p. 637, cited hereafter as Treatment of Armenians; Vahakn N. Dadrian, The History 
of the Armenian Genocide: Ethnic Conflict from the Balkans to Anatolia to the Caucasus 
(Providence: Berghahn Books, 1995), pp. 220-21. On the village of Dzitogh, for exam- 
ple, see Vartiter K. Hovannisian, Dzitogh Dashti Karno [Dzitogh in the Plain of Karin] 
(Beirut: Hamazkayin Press, 1972), pp. 94-95. 

'4 On the Special Organization, see Dadrian, History of the Armenian Genocide, 
pp. 236-38. The Ittihad office at Erzerum served as the headquarters for Behaeddin 
Shakir’s operations in the entire region. See Chareg, Karinapatum, p. 464; Naslian, 
Les mémoires, p. 152; Christopher J. Walker, “World War I and the Armenian Genocide,” 
in Hovannisian, The Armenian People from Ancient to Modern Times, pp. 253-54. 

'S Vahakn N. Dadrian, German Responsibility in the Armenian Genocide: A Review 
of the Historical Evidence of German Complicity (Watertown, MA: Blue Crane Books, 
1996), p. 51. See also Otto Liman von Sanders, Five Yearsi in Turkey (Baltimore: Williams 
and Wilkins, 1928), p. 14. 


344 Simon Payaslian 


with Russia. Schwarz added that “Russian and British money was 
being put to good use in Armenia and that Turkish Armenia was 
an area deserving special attention.”'® The Armenians in Erzerum 
and in the eastern vilayets in general could hinder and frustrate 
“the rectification of Turkey’s eastern borders” as envisioned in 
Constantinople and Berlin. 

The Russo-Turkish military EE on the Caucasian front 
soon engulfed the entire Armenian population across the plain 
of Erzerum. The Russian military command had estimated that 
the Ottoman Third Army, composed of the IX, X, and XI Corps 
and stationed in the Erzerum region under the command of 
General Hasan Izzet Pasha, would be insufficient for a successful 
offensive against the key gateway fortress of Kars.'’ For his 
part, while Izzet Pasha also considered the Third Army inade- 
quate for an offensive, he believed that the Russian forces could 
not mount a sustainable defense.'* His assessment appeared 
deceptively accurate. After an initial advance toward Erzerum in 
mid-December 1914, the Russian army withdrew from the region. 
In response, the Turkish army seized the opportunity to assault 
Armenians in a number of villages and scatter their inhabitants,’ 
as in the village of Dzitogh, located about 12 miles north of 
Erzerum, giving rise to fears of impending massacres.”° 

Preparations for further hostilities on the Russo-Turkish front 
were underway when the Turkish government issued an Imperial 
Rescript on December 16, 1914, nullifying the Armenian Reform 


‘6 Germany, Auswärtigen Amtes, Weltkrieg, 11 d secr., vol. 1, Erzberger to Gott- 
lieb von Jagow, Oct. 26, 1914, as cited in Dadrian, German Responsibility, p. S7 and 
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Act of February 8.7' At the same time, as noted by U.S. Ambas- 
sador Henry Morgenthau, reports reached Constantinople of 
massacres of Armenians around Erzerum.” Sporadic attacks by 
soldiers and chete bands, which had increased in frequency since 
early November 1914 in the Armenian villages near the city of 
Sivas (Sepastia) and farther north in the region of Shabin- 
Karahisar, continued well into the month of January 1915 and 
spread to Erzerum, Van, Bitlis, and Diarbekir.” 

In the meantime, leading the Third Army of about 95,000 
troops, Enver launched his fateful Sarikamish offensive (Decem- 
ber 1914-January 1915) in an attempt to capture the fortress of 
Kars and to advance into the Caucasus. It is beyond the scope 
of this chapter to present a detailed account of the Sarikamish 
campaign. Suffice it to note that the poorly organized and poorly 
supplied operation left the Third Army decimated, with more 
than two-thirds of the men taken prisoner, wounded, or dead.” 
By the end of December, there were between 5,000 and 7,500 
wounded soldiers at Erzerum alone. A typhus epidemic spread 
throughout the Erzerum region, adding to the miserable condi- 
tions.” But a misery far greater than ever experienced before was 
yet to be visited upon the Armenians. 
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Catafalque of the Caucasus 


While Enver publicly recognized the loyalty and bravery of the 
Ottoman Armenian soldiers during the Sarikamish campaign,” 
the Young Turk leadership met on February 14 and, with the 
excuse that the Armenians were engaged in pro-Russian military 
and anti-Turkish revolutionary activities and therefore were 
responsible for the calamitous Turkish military campaign on the 
Caucasian front, issued a general order to arrest Armenian lead- 
ers in Sivas, Bitlis, Erzerum, and Marash, followed by mass 
deportations from the Cilician towns of Zeitun, Hajin, Sis, 
Hassan Beyli, and Dort Yol.” The subsequent disarmament of 
the Armenian soldiers and their assignment to labor battalions 
(amele taburi) served only to aggravate Armenian anxieties 
regarding the intentions of the Ittihadist regime, and fear of 
massacres caused the flight of thousands of Armenians from 
across the Erzerum plain to the Caucasus by the spring of 1915.” 

Neither Armenians nor foreign observers in Erzerum were 
surprised by the growing hostility toward the Armenians. Refer- 
ring to the Erzerum vilayet, for example, the prominent German 
missionary Johannes Lepsius noted that, after the Sarikamish 
campaign as the political and military situation in the vilayet 
degenerated into mass attacks on Armenian villages in the 
months of January and February 1915, the public openly talked 
of a general massacre of the Armenians.” Miss Hansina Marcher, 
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a Danish missionary nurse serving in Kharpert at the time, re- 
ported that on March 16, 1915, the German Vice Consul at 
Erzerum, Max Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, paid a visit to the 
vali (governor) of Kharpert province, Erzinjanli Sabit Bey: 


The Vali had declared to him that the Armenians in Turkey must’ 
be, and were going to be, exterminated. They had grown, he said, 
in wealth and numbers until they had become a menace to the 
ruling Turkish race; extermination was the only remedy.” 


The vali of Erzerum vilayet, Hasan Tahsin Bey, on the other 
hand, merely promised to prevent further attacks.*' | 


Deportations and Massacres 


Conditions across the Erzerum plain continued to deteriorate 
rapidly, and the districts of Baiburt (Baberd), Terjan (Derjan; 
Mamakhatun), and Khnus (Hinis) became principal targets of the 
early deportations and massacres. Beginning in late February and 
early March 1915, as sanctioned by the Teshkilat-i Mahsusa, the 
gendarmes attacked several towns and villages, such as Erzinjan 
(Erznka), under the pretext of searching for weapons and de- 
manded money from their victims. In the village of Mollah near 
the region of Passin (Basen), they entered the Armenian church 
during the Easter mass and tortured the local priest. Meanwhile, 
the Armenian inhabitants of fifteen villages near Erzerum city 
were forcibly removed to make room for the troops of the Third 
Army, confirming rumors and reports of their Turkish neighbors 
about preparations for a massacre of Armenians.” Visiting 
Erzerum in March, Rafael de Nogales, a Venezuelan mercenary 
serving in the Ottoman army, learned of the impending general 


> Treatment of Armenians, Doc. 64, “H[arput]: Statement Made by Miss DA [Hansina 
Marcher], a Danish Lady in the Service of the German Red Cross at H[arput] to Mr. 
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p. 258. 
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On the Armenians in Basen, see Sasuni, Trkahayastane. 
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massacres, as Kurds attacked several towns.” 

On April 18, 1915, following orders from the central govern- 
ment, the local Muslim religious leaders at Erzerum congregated 
and, placing the blame of the Sarikamish military disaster 
squarely on the Armenians, issued exhortations to the Muslim 
faithful to punish the culprits of their defeat.* In late April, mass 
arrests led to the imprisonment of about 450 Armenian commu- 
nity leaders, intellectuals, journalists, and merchants in the city, 
followed by the further escalation of persecution, mass arrests, 
and killings in early May.” On April 28, Ambassador von 
Wangenheim instructed Scheubner-Richter in Erzerum “to inter- 
vene against ‘massacres’ and other excesses which might occur 
in his area, but cautioned him not to create the impression ‘as 


though we want to exercise a right of protection over the Arme- 


nians or interfere with the activities of the authorities’.”*® 


On May 12, Erzerum deputy to the Ottoman Parliament 
Vartkes Serengulian (Vardges Serenkulian) reportedly met with 
Minister of the Interior Talaat Pasha, who insisted that the depor- 
tations in the eastern provinces were in response to Armenian 
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Foreign Affairs, May 13, 1915, in Beylerian, Les grandes puissances, pp. 23-24; Chareg, 
Karinapatum, pp. 468-70. 
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disloyalty and demands for reforms, which, he asserted, were 
timed to take advantage of the political and military weakness 
of the regime. When asked if the Young Turk rulers were deter- 
mined to continue the politics of massacres as pursued during the 
reign of the deposed Sultan Abdul-Hamid II, Talaat reputedly 
replied in the affirmative.” In a similar vein, during a conference 
with Enver, when Ambassador Morgenthau mentioned that the 
government “had threatened to deport all Armenians” in Erzerum, 
the minister of war replied that “it was due to their [the govern- 
ment’s] fear of an uprising.”** By mid-May, Turkish troops and 
chete bands had begun the forcible removal of Armenians from 
their homes across the Erzerum plain.” 

Local authorities (for example, chief of gendarmes Mehmed 
Adil Bey), most of whom were virulently hostile to the Arme- 
nians, supervised the deportations and massacres. Ahmed Hilmi 
Pasha, a CUP leader, gained in popularity with his cohorts 
because of his brutal treatment of the local Armenians. The 
mayor of Erzerum city, Kamil Pasha, on the other hand, though 
apparently sympathetic to the Armenians, could not muster 
sufficient power either to counter or to mitigate the catastrophic 
consequences of the policies dictated by the central government.*' 

Beginning on May 15, arrests and massacres occurred in 
Baiburt, and on May 18/19 throughout the province, particularly 
at Khnus, Erzerum, and Mamakhatun.” In Baiburt, the Armenian 
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prelate and several other community leaders were murdered.” 
From May 16 to 19, the Kurds, fleeing the areas threatened by 
a renewed Russian advance, vented their rage on the Armenians 
as they raided and plundered 38 Armenian towns and villages in 
the region of Khnus, located in a mountainous terrain about 50 
miles south of Erzerum city.“ Meanwhile, in the city itself, the 
authorities had arrested 200 Armenians on May 6 and had com- 
menced the deportations of Armenians by May 19, allowing 
Turkish refugees (muhajirs) to occupy their homes.” Scheubner- 
Richter reported: “One cannot rule out that the deportees will be 
. murdered en route.”“° 

On May 24, 1915, the Allied Powers issued a public condem- 
nation of the deportations and massacres being committed by the - 
Turkish authorities, declaring that they would “hold personally 
responsible for these crimes all members of the Ottoman govern- 
ment and those of their agents who are implicated in such massa- 
cres.”*’ Such strong castigations notwithstanding, on May 26, 
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another round of mass arrests took place in Erzerum city. Turkish 
and Kurdish mobs attacked Armenian shops and neighborhoods, 
while the Armenian population of about 25,000 was being pre- 
pared for deportation.* On that same day,Talaat Pasha dispatched 
to the grand vizier a communiqué regarding the deportations: 


Because some of the Armenians who are living near the war 
zones have obstructed the activities of the Imperial Ottoman 
Army, which has been entrusted with defending the frontiers 
against the country’s enemies; . . . and because it is necessary 
that rebellious elements of this kind should be removed from the 
area of military activities and that the villages which are the 
. bases and shelter for these rebels should be vacated, certain 
measures are being adopted, among which is deportation of the 
Armenians from the Van, Bitlis, Erzerum vilayets.” 


In Constantinople, on May 27, 1915, Enver assured Ambassador 
Morgenthau that the deportations from Erzerum “had stopped.”*° 

By late May, however, the central government, on the pretext 
that the Armenian “uprising” in Van could spread to other re- 
gions, was ready to execute the wholesale deportation of the 
_ entire Armenian population from Erzerum.*! Tahsin Bey had 
received orders from the Young Turk leaders to implement the 
deportation and massacre of the Armenians in his vilayet. Ini- 
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- _ tially disinclined to engage in atrocities of such magnitude, the 
vali eventually acquiesced, although he assured the Armenians 
that the deportees would be given protection while still within 
his jurisdiction.” As a first step, during a meeting with Bishop 
Smbat Saatetian, Tahsin Bey informed the local prelate that 
nearly 160 Armenian families were to be deported immediately 
to Erzinjan.* 

Receipt of the orders evoked chaos in the city. As the deporta- 
tions began, Armenian merchants moved their inventories to the 
Cathedral of Surb Astvatsatsin. The wealthier families purchased 
animals to haul what goods they could take with them. The less 
fortunate, stupefied amid the bedlam, with little supplies for their 
journey, were forced to march away from home and hearth. 
Turks and Kurds looted and plundered the stores and houses 
being vacated. Only about 50 Armenian artisans were allowed 
to remain in Erzerum city for the purpose of building “a Turkish 
club house . . . from grave stones taken from the Armenian 
cemetery.”*° 

During the first week of June, between 10,000 and 15,000 
Armenians from towns and villages in the northern and eastern 
parts of the vilayet began their march in long caravans to Mama- 
khatun and Erzinjan.°° The initial general deportation from the 
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cities started on June 7-11 in Erzinjan, home to some 3,000 
Armenian families, followed during the next week by three 
additional caravans, totaling between 20,000 and 25,000 persons 
from the nearby areas. The first caravan was sent toward 
Kharpert.*’ 

The deportations at Erzinjan were already in progress when, 
on June 16-18, the first caravan from Erzerum, consisting of 200 
families, was marched out of the city, followed on June 19 by 
a larger caravan composed of about 8,000 people, directed south- 
ward toward Kghi, Kharpert, and Diarbekir.** Another caravan, 
consisting of 500 families (about 3,400 individuals) left Erzerum 
city on June 29, directed westward to Ilija, Mamakhatun, and 
Erzinjan.” By the end of June, the entire Armenian population 
was being deported from Kiskim (Gisgim), Khotorjur (Khodor- 
chur), Sper (Sber; Ispir), and other towns and villages dotting the 
banks of the Chorokh River from the northern reaches of 
Erzerum vilayet to the environs of Baiburt.” 

In Baiburt and the nearby villages, where several prominent 
Armenians had been arrested on May 15 and subsequently killed 


p. 445. 
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at Urbaji Oghlu Déré,” the deportations occurred in three succes- 
sive waves during the month of June.” As some of the refugees 
from other parts of the vilayet arrived in Baiburt, they were 
attached to another caravan from that city, bringing the total 
number of deportees in the area to 15,000." From there, they 
were routed southward to Erzinjan—which by the end of June 
had become a major concentration camp for refugees coming 
from the north*-—and to Kemakh (Kamakh) and then into the 
vilayet of Kharpert at Agn and Arabkir. Most of the refugees, 
however, were murdered by bands of chetes as they marched 
southwestward toward Mamakhatun, Erzinjan, and Kemakh, the 
treacherous serpentine road along the Kara Su (Upper Euphrates) 
from Erzinjan to Kemakh alone being a journey of twelve 
hours.” At Kemakh, the men were separated from their families 
and murdered, while the rest were forced to march on toward 
Mosul and Aleppo. 

About 5,000 refugees, having passed Mamakhatun, on June 
22, 1915, reached the village of Pirich some 10 miles from the 
' town, and on the following day continued their journey to 
Erzinjan, on the way some being robbed and murdered by 
Kurdish tribes. As the refugees continued their trek, they were 
set upon yet again on June 24 by the local Kurds and Turks, and 
the next day chete bands forced them off the road and attacked 
the remaining survivors.” A large number of them were murdered 
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at Kemakh Boghazi, a narrow gorge on the Euphrates.® Near 
Kemakh, about 1,330 refugees were separated from the main 
caravan and herded by Turkish soldiers and chetes and ordered 
to cross the Euphrates and march southwestward to a ravine, 
Duzlu Su, and the nearby hills. After a short walk from there, 
they reached the gorge of Ghuru Deresi, where, on July 18, 
nearly all were murdered.” 

The first caravan of several hundred Erzerum refugees, con- 
sisting mostly of women and children, reached the outskirts of 
Kharpert city on July 2, 1915.” It was followed by a second 
caravan consisting of 8,000 deportees from Erzerum, Erzinjan, 
and as far away as Ordu and Trebizond on the coast of the Black 
_Sea.”' One of the main caravans from Erzerum continued from 
Agn to Arabkir on its way to Malatia, camping for a couple of 
days at Kirk Göz (Forty Springs) on the Euphrates. There, the 
escorting soldiers and chetes withdrew, being replaced by the 
local Kurdish tribesmen under the command of the chieftain 
Zeinal Bey, overseer of the mass killings on the Firinjilar hills 
situated in torturous terrain a short distance from Malatia. A few 
days later, the rapidly diminishing caravan was divided into two 
groups, one moving toward Urfa, the other toward Suruj.” Some 
of the deportees, particularly those fluent in the Kurdish lan- 
guage, bribed their way to Aleppo. Both caravans, amid plunder ~ 
and atrocities, were soon forced to march to the Syrian desert.” 

On June 30, 1915, the U.S. Consul at Trebizond, Oscar 
Heizer, dispatched a report regarding the situation in Trebizond 
' and the deplorable conditions of Armenian refugees in the re- 
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gions of Baiburt and Erzerum. Heizer had been informed that in 
Ashkale nearly 150 Armenian women and children were in 
“wretched condition.” The refugees were “wandering about in the 
forests and on the mountains, some of them naked, having been 
robbed of their honor and their clothing.” Leslie A. Davis, U.S. 
Consul at Kharpert, relayed to Ambassador Morgenthau numerous 
reports about the atrocities committed against the Armenians in 
and surrounding regions of Kharpert. In a report dated July 11, 
he noted that thousands of refugees were arriving from Erzerum 
and Erzinjan to the region of Kharpert and Mezre, where govern- 
ment persecutions of Armenians had intensified. The Armenians, 
he wrote, were being deported not to “somewhere else” but to 
their certain death. The process of the deportations “seems to be 
to have bands of Kurds awaiting them on the road to kill the 
_ men especially and incidentally some of the others. The entire 
movement seems to be the most thoroughly organized and effec- 
tive massacre this country has ever seen.” In one instance, Davis 
spoke with three sisters, whose family of twenty-five was the 
wealthiest in Erzerum. No more than fourteen had survived, he 
reported. “When they left Erzeroum they had money, horses and 
personal effects but they had been robbed of everything, includ- 
ing even their clothing.”” | 
Some of the main roads for the deportations converged at 
_Kharpert, as refugees from Trebizond, Erzerum, Baiburt, Erzin- 
jan, Kghi, Agn, Arabkir, and other places marched by Kharpert 
city. From there, they were forced to continue their journey in 
different directions: to Diarbekir and Mardin, to Severek and 
Veranshehir, to Malatia and Urfa. Passing through Kharpert, the 
refugees were sometimes allowed to stay in a “camp” at the 
Armenian cemetery located south of Mezre and at another west 
of Mezre near the Malatia road.” Isabelle Harley, a missionary 
of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
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stationed in Kharpert since 1911, visited one of these camps: 


There were about three thousand people there, mostly women and 
children, in a field with nothing to protect them from the hot 
sun, They told us there were eight thousand when they left 
Erzroom. The men and big boys had been separated from them 
on the road and killed. They were not brought by a direct road 
but had been taken over and through the mountains so that they 
had been forty-five days on the journey and had been attacked 
again and again by bands of Kurds.” 


Those still fit to march continued their journey, while the rest 
died of illness and starvation or were massacred. 

In mid-July, additional caravans of 7,000 Armenians began 
their journey from the region of Erzerum to Mamakhatun and 
Malatia. Some of the deportees were massacred in Mamakhatun, 
while the rest were killed as they approached Malatia.” Accord- 
ing to the Reverend Robert S. Stapleton, the veteran American 
missionary in Erzerum city, Bishop Saatetian and the heads of 
the Armenian Catholics and Protestants in Erzerum left the city 
with the last caravan on July 28.” On the same day, German 
Vice Consul Scheubner-Richter reported that the goal of the 
Young Turk extremists was to achieve the “complete extermina- 
tion” of the Armenian people in Turkey.*° 

By September 1915, the village of Geghvank (Keghvenk), 
situated near the border of Kharpert province, and the shores of | 
Lake Goljuk had become the burial grounds for thousands of 
Armenians deported from Erzerum and surrounding regions.*' 
Confronted with the specter of the total annihilation of his 
people across the Ottoman Empire, the supreme patriarch of the 
Armenian Apostolic Church, Catholicos Gevorg V Sureniants, 
from his Holy See at Echmiadzin in the Russian Empire, en- 
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treated the Allied Powers as Christian states and in the name of | 
humanity to intervene to end the atrocities.” 

In November, another round of deportations occurred from the 
Kharpert area. Armenians from the city and its environs, in 
addition to the remaining refugees from Erzerum, Trebizond, and 
Ordu camped there, were driven out, although some were offered 
the option of conversion to Islam to secure survival.*? By Decem- 
ber 1915, the vilayet of Erzerum had been emptied of nearly all 
of its Armenian population,** with the exception of a small 
‘number of deportees who had gained refuge with some local 
Kurds in the Dersim in the northern part of Kharpert vilayet on 
the Kharpert-Erzerum boundary.” By then, thousands of Arme- 
nian TetUeess near the Russian-Turkish border had arrived in the 
Caucasus,® while the rest of the deportees continued their march 
southward to the Syrian desert.*’ 

Although effective in the annihilation of the Armenian people, 
the Young Turk regime nevertheless did not enjoy the full sup- 
port of the Ottoman population in this policy. Some Turkish 
officials and Kurdish tribes refused to comply with the deporta- 
tion orders, and in some cases the local population assisted their 
Armenian neighbors or refugees passing through their towns.* 
According to Lepsius, prominent Turks in Erzerum petitioned the 
central government to end the deportations and persecutions.” 
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Nevertheless, while in certain instances local Turks and Kurds 
saved some Armenian lives, this in no way prevented the whole- . 
sale deportations and massacres of the population. 


Military Defeat at Erzerum: The Final Phase 


The continued Russo-Turkish military clashes across the vilayet 
of Erzerum and their tragic dénouement removed all hope for 
the survival of Armenian Erzerum. In late June and early July 
1915, the Turkish troops on the Caucasus front resumed their 
push toward Olti in the province of Kars, and additional army 
contingents stationed in the northern part of Van province were 
redeployed to the front across the Alashkert plain in efforts to 
ensure success. They were pressed back, however, by the Rus- - 
sians, who in January 1916 launched a general offensive and 
swiftly advanced to the forts of Erzerum, approximately 60 
miles west of the Russo-Turkish line. Led by General Nikolai 
Yudenich, they drove the Turkish army out of the city.” The 
Russians captured Erzerum on February 16, 1916, and in separate 
columns continued their march to Mamakhatun, Baiburt, Gumush- 
khane, and Erzinjan, and to Malazkert and Mush.”! | 
The Russian advance from Erzerum to Erzinjan gave hope to 
the few remaining Armenian refugees from Erzerum province 
scattered in the regions of Kharpert and the Dersim, who with 
the assistance of local Kurds (for example, the Kizilbash chief 
Seyid Jemali) had developed an “underground railway,” to return . 
to their homeland.” Upon their return, however, they found the 
houses destroyed by the Turkish and Kurdish attacks and the 
Turko-Russian military campaigns.” Yet, in spite of the death 
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and destruction witnessed since late 1914, the future of Armenian 
Erzerum, from Khnus to Erzinjan, now seemed secured while 
under Russian control.” Writing to Catholicos Gevorg V on 
March 23, 1916, Boghos Nubar, whom the catholicos had ap- 
pointed to head the Armenian National Delegation to win Euro- 
pean support for the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, stated: 
“The capture of Erzerum and the outstanding triumphs of the 
Russian army, as we hope that it will also save Armenia from 
Turkish rule, are creating a new phase for the Armenian cause.” 

The Russians, however, sought to rebuild Erzerum neither for 
Armenian nor for humanitarian “causes.” In late October 1916, 
referring to the Sykes-Picot agreement signed by the Entente 
powers earlier that year,” Lord James Bryce, the distinguished 
_ former British ambassador to the United States (1907-13) who 
worked closely with Armenophile organizations during the war, 
informed Boghos Nubar that “Russia plans to turn Erzerum and 
Bitlis, these two vilayets only, into colonies and deport the 
Armenians from there; it leaves out Van, where the Armenians 
are permitted to return.” 





34 Sasuni, Trkahayastane, pp. 112-13, 115-16. 
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Nevertheless, by the end of 1916, several humanitarian groups 
were operating in Erzerum city to accommodate the returning 
refugees, a policy endorsed by the Russian Provisional Govern- 
ment after the revolution that deposed Tsar Nicholas II in March 
1917.” These organizations included a locally operated refugee 
committee, headed by Gabriel Terzian, which provided food and 
clothing and remained active until February 1918. A branch of 
the Moscow Armenian Committee, formed by wealthy Armenians, 
founded a hospital and an orphanage-school in Erzerum under the 
direction of the German-educated agronomist Mkrtich Ter- 
Mkrtichian. A branch of the Union of Caucasian Cities func- 
tioned in Erzerum under Tigran Aghamalian, and an office of the 
Brotherly Aid Union (Eghbayrakan Ognutian Miutiun) adminis- 
tered by the prelate, Bishop Zaven Babayan, operated an Arme- 
nian school.” The Provisional Government also permitted the 
American missionary Robert Stapleton to return from Tiflis to 
Erzerum, where he opened an American missionary vocational 
school. The Armenian homeland appeared to have the potential 
of recovering from the devastation wrought upon it by the Young 
Turk regime.” ; 

The issues of repatriation of and protection for Western 
(Turkish) Armenian refugees led to the First Congress of Western 
Armenians, held at Erevan in May 1917. The conference sought 
to coordinate the repatriation efforts of various Armenian benevo- 
lent and cultural societies, and by the latter part of that year 
about 150,000 refugees had returned to their native lands in Van, 
Bitlis, Erzerum, and Trebizond, Armenians hoped that the Rus- 
sian Provisional Government would continue to facilitate the. 
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repatriation and the establishment of an Armenian administration 
in the four provinces.’ 

In the meantime, however, demoralization and instability 
within the ranks of the Russian army caused great consternation 
for both the Russian Provisional Government and the Armenians. 
In November 1917, the Bolshevik revolution and the subsequent 
withdrawal of Russian troops from the front rapidly and radically 
altered the situation in Erzerum. The disintegration of the Rus- 
sian army of about 200,000 on the Caucasus front soon thereafter 
and the desertions already begun months earlier left the Arme- 
nians across the Erzerum plain virtually defenseless against 
Turkish forces,'” | 

In desperation, an Armenian army corps was organized in 
December 1917 under the leadership of the General Tovmas 
Nazarbekian. The mobilization of Armenian volunteers created 
an army totaling about 20,000 men, hardly sufficient to protect 
- the vast Erzinjan-Van front and all the Armenian lands to the 
rear.' Although in early January 1918 the Armenian leadership 
continued to hope that the military corps could save the 
situation, the Armenian forces were too small in numbers and 
lacking sufficient military hardware to withstand the superior 
Turkish forces and to defend the coveted city after the Russian 
withdrawal, which escalated in January and February 1918.’ No 
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sooner had the Russians evacuated the area than the Ottoman 
Third Army commenced its movement toward Erzinjan and 
Erzerum, while Kurdish bands, including those from the Dersim 
who previously had protected the Armenians from the massacres, 
attacked the Armenians, weakening what little military capability 
the Armenian corps possessed. An Armeno-Kurdish conference 
held at Khnus in late January at the initiative of the Dashnak- 
tsutiun to form a defensive front against the Turkish army failed — 
to generate sufficient support for such an alliance.’” By Febru- 
ary, Turkish troops had advanced toward Kemakh and Erzinjan 
and on March 12 regained control of Erzerum, as the defenders 
under the command of General Andranik Ozanian withdrew from 
the city along with the civilian population.'™ 

The Armenians of Karin/Erzerum, having witnessed a brief . 
period of revival of their political and cultural life in their home- 
land, yet again departed from the city. The Turkish army pressed 
forward to Kars and Alexandropol, while masses of refugees 
from Erzerum, Kars, and Van fled toward Erevan and Echmia- 
dzin.'” The defeat of the Ottoman Empire in October 1918 again 
stirred Armenian imagination and optimism, but, as it happened, 
the Armenians of Karin and its plain were never able to return 
to rekindle their hearths, sow their fields, or reopen their shops. 

In early 1919, when teams sent by the American Committee 
for Relief in the Near East reached the interior of Turkish Arme- 
nia, they reported that “there were no refugees” in Van, Bitlis, 
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Erzerum, and Trebizond, and that in fact “no Armenians were 
left in the region.”'!° The genocidal policies of the Young Turk 
regime had been rewarded with the death of Armenian Karin/ 
Erzerum and all other Armenian-inhabited lands in the Ottoman 
Empire. The deportations and massacres orchestrated against the 
Armenians by the tyrannical rule of that government had removed 
the entire Armenian population from their homeland of three 
millennia. Armenian Karin, Kamakh, Erznka, Derjan, Baberd, 
Sper, Basen, Khnus, Kghi, and all the other towns and villages 
across the province of Erzerum were no more. 
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